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  Prologue


MacKinnear Island, Scotland 1785 (or a variation thereof) 
Sixteen Years Earlier
The wee lassie’s feet ached as she trudged ever onward, each step taking her farther away from the comfort of familiar sounds and smells. The vast sky stretched endlessly above her, day and night blending together in a seemingly never-ending cycle. Lost and alone, she searched for something, anything that might break through the fog of confusion that filled her young mind. Her thoughts were muddled, her memories distorted like ripples on a lake after a stone is thrown in, as though they had been torn and ripped and then put back together in ways that made no sense to her three-year-old mind.
The grief her little heart carried was like a mountain, so heavy it threatened to crush her. Everywhere she looked there was no one—just the green of the woods and the distant blue sky. The air was thick with sadness and salt, but she took a deep breath anyway as she stumbled on. In her half-forgotten dreams, the girl remembered the sea; the rolling waves, the cool water, her hair drenched in salty spray—none of it made sense. Her mind harbored nothing but blurry images, echoing those first moments when sorrow had taken root in her heart, since the very beginning of her journey.
And with that thought of sorrow, she staggered onward through the thicket of the rugged hills, her bare feet sore and aching. Her clothes hung from her body like rags, soiled by dirt and leaves with her tangled red hair sticking to the layers of mud caked on her skin. Hunger gnawed at her insides as if she had swallowed shards of glass, searing her throat in pain. Her head spun, and her tongue felt dry and cracked like she had been gulping up sand.
The harrowing sounds that had been ringing in her ears for days still echoed, and she knew something darkly sinister had befallen her and... 
Oh, she could not quite grasp the images that spun through her head. And although her memories were fogged with dread, she felt certain that she had not always been alone. Aye, she had known love, still felt its echo like a soothing calm that held the overwhelming fear at bay... however tenuously it did so. 
As she stumbled out of the woods, the sun beat down on her, hot and unforgiving, and she fell to the rough ground, her feet bloodied and aching. Yet the smell of the sea still filled her nostrils, stirring a longing in her heart that she could not explain.
And then, as if in answer to her silent plea, the neigh of horses filled the air. 
Startled, the wee lassie jerked her head up and saw two men galloping toward her. Though they bore a striking resemblance, one had a kind face lined with wrinkles befitting his age while the other was much younger with disheveled hair that matched his bewildered expression. They reined in their horses when they spotted her, surprise evident on their faces. 
The girl stared back at them mutely, confusion clouding her mind; no words would fall from her tongue. The two riders exchanged silent glances before the dark-haired man dismounted his horse and knelt before her. He smiled warmly, his green eyes twinkling with compassion and understanding as he spoke words that sounded familiar but carried no meaning in that moment; still, somehow the lass felt comforted by them all the same.
He reached out his hand to help her stand up, and without hesitation, she took it. 
“Do ye have a name, wee lassie?” the man asked, gently lifting her into his arms. His green eyes studied her face, and the lass saw his brows draw down and sadness overshadow his eyes. 
[image: ]
Aye, sorrow echoed in the lass’s own heart as well, and she leaned into him, resting her head upon his shoulder. Her eyes closed, and she felt her mind drift away. The moment before a black void engulfed her, though, strong arms wrapped around her, promising safety and care.

      [image: ]The lass drifted back into wakefulness to the sound of voices, a steady rhythm that seemed familiar yet distant, like a song she had heard in a dream and could not quite recall. She blinked her eyes open and found herself still in the arms of the dark-haired man, now seated atop a large horse. 
Beside them rode the younger man—or rather a lad—from before, and his eyes often strayed to her, the same wrinkled expression upon his face the lass had seen come to the man’s upon seeing her. “Is she all right?” the lad asked then shifted his gaze from her to the man who held her so tightly.
The lass could feel the man’s chest move with a deep sigh, his arms still holding her. “She doesna seem to be injured beyond a few bruises and scrapes,” he murmured softly. “But she’s in need of water and food. We needa get her home to yer mother.” And with that, he dug his heels into the horse’s side and sent them bounding forward, his arms holding her safely.
As they rode, the lass drifted in and out of consciousness. Each time her eyes blinked open, the world around her had changed. Villages passed them by in a blur of stones and thatched roofs while in the distance she could make out an imposing castle with flags and banners flapping in the wind and walls so high they seemed to reach into the clouds. Each thundering hoof beat drew them closer to the castle until they found their way through a village that sat nestled at its feet near the coast.
The air around her thickened with salt, and seagulls circled overhead as if leading them onward. The tempestuous sea lurked nearby, reminding her of lapping waves and the soothing sway of the water.
The man guided his mount through the village, its people stopping to gaze at them in curiosity. The occasional greeting was called out, and although vague images of fear and danger lingered in the back of the lass’s head, there was nothing of that in the faces of the people they passed. Instead, she saw a kind of warmth and understanding that quelled the fear and loneliness in her little heart.
When they arrived at the castle, they found the courtyard bustling with activity, and the lass’s eyes widened at the noise.
“Heather!” the man holding her called out. “Someone fetch my wife!” Then he dismounted, carefully cradling the girl against his broad chest, and hurried toward a large door, the lad upon his heels. The lass glimpsed his face over the man’s shoulder and wondered about the expression she saw there. He seemed worried and yet watchful, the look in his eyes almost fierce; and in that moment, the lass understood that the lad would not leave her side but watch over her.
A small smile graced her lips, and she closed her eyes, once more feeling the soft pull of something far away.
On a slow blink, a woman appeared in the lass’s vision, dainty like a fairy and with eyes as blue as a summer’s sky. She stood in the doorway, and her jaw dropped as she beheld them, an audible gasp escaping her lips. Two boys rushed up behind her, one almost as old as the one who had come with the man and the other younger, reminding the lass of herself. “Duncan,” the woman called out to the lad who had arrived with them. “See to yer brothers.” She nodded toward the two younger boys, brushing a motherly hand over their heads. 
Then her gaze returned to the wee lassie, and her expression now, too, echoed the sorrow that still rested in the lass’s heart. “Aiden, what’s happened?” the woman exclaimed, hastening toward them with a fierce protectiveness in her summer blue eyes, and snatched the lass out of the man’s arms without a moment of hesitation.
“We found her out near the glen,” the man named Aiden explained as they climbed the steps to the large door and then rushed inside. “No one was with her.” Aiden met the woman’s eyes. “Heather, she hasna said a word.”
The woman named Heather nodded, her lips pressing into a tight line. “It makes no difference now,” she murmured then smiled down at the lass. “Dunna worry, wee lassie. Ye’re safe with us. I’ll look after ye.” 
In a flurry of images, the lass’s world changed again. She felt her throat soothed by cooling water and her belly’s ache eased by the taste of warm bread and hearty broth. Gentle water washed away the grime that clung to her skin, relieving the itch on her scalp and calming the stinging of the scratches on her arms and legs. Her bruised feet were bandaged, and she was wrapped in a soft garment.
And throughout it all, there was the woman’s gentle gaze and protective embrace that reminded her of someone from... before.
The lass could not quite recall; yet she felt drawn to the woman named Heather in a way that she could not explain. She felt safe here, and despite the vague images of fear and danger that lingered in the back of her mind, she could not help but feel as if she was finally... home.






  
  Chapter one
Family


MacKinnear Island, Scotland 1801 (or a variation thereof) 
Sixteen Years Later
The wind was blowing fiercely across the Scottish countryside as Yvaine, daughter of Clan MacKinnear, walked determinedly down the path leading to the castle. She had been out late, much later than she should have been, truth be told, and she knew her family would be beyond themselves with concern. Not that there was any need for concern as Yvaine had never found herself in a situation she could not handle. Her family, however, tended to disregard that fact, often treating her as though she were still a wee lassie and not a grown woman.
The castle loomed before her, its towers stretching into the night sky. Yvaine took a deep breath, taking solace in the weight of the bow and arrows strapped to her back, and marched up the steps to the entrance, ready to face her family.
The great hall of the MacKinnear castle stood tall, its ceiling towering above Yvaine and its walls filled with tapestries and ancient weapons. The torches burning on the walls cast shadows on the ground in front of her, and a large fire crackled in the enormous stone hearth, a slow deep sound in this large chamber. Yvaine’s heart drummed in her chest, as she placed one foot in front of the other, silently approaching her parents as well as her three elder brothers. 
While Yvaine’s mother was bustling about the room, her face drawn in worry, her father stood by the fire, looking grave; as justified as Yvaine felt, she could not help but feel a pinch of regret at seeing them thus. Her brothers—Duncan, Keir, and Magnus—all turned toward her as she approached. Anger was etched into Duncan’s face, and Yvaine thought to hear him growling something unflattering under his breath. Magnus, though, appeared almost unaware of her presence, his nose as always buried in a book, his feet propped up as he nestled in a cushioned armchair. Keir was the only one who looked as though on the brink of a smile despite the way he was currently shaking his head at her.
Lifting her head, Yvaine brushed a fiery-red curl behind her ear and faced her family, unwilling to show guilt. After all, she did not feel guilty. No, indeed, she did not. They ought to have known that she was fine. Was she not always? Did she not always return without so much as a scratch on her?
Still, meeting her parents’ gaze, Yvaine felt her cheeks flush, and she cursed under her breath. “Good evening.”
With her hands on her hips, her mother fixed her with a glare. “Yvaine! We have been so worried about ye! Where have ye been?”
Yvaine opened her mouth to explain, but her father beat her to it.
“Yvaine, we dunna expect ye to sit at home all day long, embroidering cushions and...” Her father shrugged, clearly lost for words, and Yvaine had a hard time holding back a giggle at the thought of her embroidering. “Do we not grant ye the freedom to explore on yer own?” His gaze was once again serious, and it held hers until she nodded. “Why then can ye not grant us the small mercy of returning home before night falls?”
Yvaine bit her lip and nodded. “I’m sorry,” she admitted grudgingly. “I shouldna have stayed out so late. I ken. I ken. I... didna mean to. I simply...”
“Lost track of time?” Duncan finished for her, his arms crossed and his gaze hard. Indeed, he would make a fierce clan leader one day; Yvaine was certain of that.
Still, he was her brother, and she had never felt intimidated by his bear-like stature, remembering only too well how he had carried her around on his shoulders when she had been a wee lassie.
“As though it never happens to ye.” Glaring at him, Yvaine had to lift her chin to hold his gaze, annoyed with his height, nonetheless. Indeed, it was hard to stare down someone with righteous indignation when that person was at least three heads taller than her. “How come ye get to go out as long as ye please while I have to be home by nightfall?”
Duncan leaned down to her, the movement making him seem taller still. “Because I’m ten years older than ye, lass, and because—”
“And because ye’re a man,” Yvaine snapped, hands on her hips now. “That’s what ye were going to say, isna it?”
Duncan sighed, his anger dissipating. “Aye, lass. Ye ken how ’tis. We have to protect our own.”
Yvaine rolled her eyes. “I can protect myself.”
“I ken ye can, lass,” Keir chimed in, his voice light. “But we all worry about ye. Ye’re our sister, after all.”
Yvaine softened at her brother’s words. “I ken that, Keir. I simply... I hate being treated like a bairn.”
“Aye, well, ye canna have it both ways, Yvaine,” her father said sternly, though there was a hint of amusement in his eyes. “Ye’re our daughter, and we will always worry about ye. But we do trust ye, too.” Deep down, Yvaine knew his words to be true. After all, had she not gone exploring all her life? With her parents’ blessing no less?
Yvaine nodded, feeling a sense of relief wash over her. “I ken ye do, and I promise to be more careful in the future.” She gleaned at her parents sheepishly. “I’ll try to make it back before nightfall.”
“Thank ye.” Her mother bustled over, wrapping her arm around her. “I ken ye dunna worry us on purpose but...” She heaved a deep sigh, furrows upon her forehead as she looked at Yvaine, her gaze lingering. “Ye’ll ken what this feels like once ye have bairns of yer own. ‘Tis not easy to worry all the time.”
“Then dunna worry,” Yvaine exclaimed with a grin. “There’s no need to worry after all. I assure ye.”
While Duncan rolled his eyes, Keir chuckled. “Ye’ll be the death of us one day.”
Their mother glared at Keir, a touch of fear in her eyes as though his words might tempt fate. “Now, come and have something to eat.” She tucked a red curl behind Yvaine’s ear. “Ye must be starved.”
With a contented sigh, Yvaine followed her parents and brothers into the kitchen where they shared a late supper before Yvaine bid them all goodnight. As she began her ascent up the winding stairs, a wave of contentment washed over her. There was something comforting and familiar about the soft hum of voices that echoed through the ancient castle, like companions following her up the stairs. 
As she passed the upper landing, she saw her grandmother sitting in a cushioned chair near the window. She was a slight woman with dark hair and traces of silver running through it, her hands resting in her lap and a calm look on her face.
“Ah, there’s my girl,” her grandmother said with a twinkle in her eye, her English accent still revealing her as a duke’s daughter even after all her years in the Highlands. “Where have you been this day?”
Yvaine smiled. “I explored the southern coast of the island.” She paused for a moment before adding with a mischievous grin, “And I didna get back until after nightfall.” 
Her grandmother chuckled softly and shook her head. “You have such an adventurous spirit! I remember feeling that same longing for adventure when I was young.” She leaned forward and placed her wrinkled hand on Yvaine’s arm. “Be careful out there, my dear, but never stop exploring.” 
Yvaine nodded solemnly before continuing up the stairs to her chamber with a smile on her face and her grandmother’s wise words ringing in her ears. Her mind still clung to the thrill of sneaking around and exploring the countryside, climbing the cliffs to the south, stalking deer in the woods or swimming in the lake beyond the glen. Indeed, it was a feeling Yvaine could never quite shake, a feeling of being alive and free. And she knew, deep down, that she would never stop seeking it out.






  
  Chapter two
Legends


Seated in the great hall of her clan, Yvaine watched as a lively band played traditional Celtic music. She smiled as people clapped along and couples danced in circles, their feet tapping out a rhythm on the stone floor. But Yvaine’s eyes were drawn to her beloved grandmother seated by the fire, her gnarled hands weaving a story about two rival clans who had fought over the same land centuries ago. The old woman’s warm eyes sparkled like two stars in the night sky, and she beamed with joy as everyone gathered around to listen. 
Silence fell over the hall, the only sounds echoing in Yvaine’s ears the crackling fire in the hearth and the hushed breaths of those waiting expectantly to hear the retelling of an old legend. “Beyond the waves, near the coast,” her grandmother began, her soft voice carrying easily around the grand hall, “there lived two clans, the MacLeòirs and the MacCarmaigs. For many years, they had been at war, a terrible feud the cause of strife and death.”
With a sigh, Yvaine swept her gaze around the hall, her eyes lingering upon many beloved faces. Like herself, her parents and her brothers, too—especially Magnus with his love for history—adored Lady Adele’s stories. Though an Englishwoman by birth, she had fallen in love with Yvaine’s grandfather long ago and followed him to Scotland. Today, she was a Scot at heart, belonging to the land like thistle and heather.
Seated beside Keir, Yvaine listened intently, as the words of her grandmother’s story wove a tale of battles, courage, and justice. It was a story of how one day, in the midst of all the fighting, a mysterious woman named Yvaine had appeared as though out of nowhere.
Yvaine had always loved this part, for she had been named after the mysterious Yvaine of long ago. To her parents, it had seemed fitting because she, too, had appeared as though out of thin air, as though the Fey had dropped her at their feet, as though they had meant for her to be their daughter.
“No one knew where she had come from,” her grandmother continued, her eyes sparkling as they swept the hall and then came to rest upon Yvaine. “Some said she was the MacLeòir clan chief’s lost daughter while others were convinced the Fey had sent her, being displeased with the quarrels between the two clans.”
The faces around the hall shone with fascination even though the story was well-known. Yet it was a favorite, for it spoke of a light to be found even in the darkest of nights.
“The son of the MacCarmaig’s chief fell in love with Yvaine,” her grandmother winked at her, and Yvaine felt Keir elbow her playfully, “and together, they fought to end the feud.”
Joy danced over everyone’s faces as they lived and breathed the legend of Yvaine and Caelen. “Yet their fathers refused to listen to reason,” her grandmother continued, her voice now heavy with regret and sadness, and Yvaine could all but feel those very emotions draping themselves over the hall like a blanket in winter. “They continued their hatred, determined to fight one another. Even a peace summit called by the two lovers ended in bloodshed, for there was a traitor hiding in their midst.” With her eyes full of sorrow, Yvaine’s grandmother shook her head, her shoulders slumped. “Aye, blood was spilled that day, that of the guilty and that of the innocent alike.”
Unfortunately, as the legend of Yvaine and Caelen had been told and re-told, passed down through generations of MacKinnears, some details had been lost, among them the reason for why the summit had ended the way it had as well as the identity of the one who had caused the rift.
Still, there had been a silver lining, for the Yvaine of old and her beloved Caelen had not surrendered in the face of the clan chiefs’s unforgiving refusal to end the feud. Nay, they had stood strong and tall, determined to save their people even if the feud were not to end. And so, they had gathered those willing to turn over a new leaf and left the mainland. They had made their way to the Fey Isles that today’s Yvaine had called home for as long as she could remember. And there, they had begun again, founding a new clan by the name of MacKinnear.
“To them, the island was an ancient place,” her grandmother continued, secrets twinkling in her eyes as though she knew more than she was willing to share, “steeped in myth and legend. Its rolling hills and meadows were alive with the sound of birdsong, and its forests were home to all manner of wild creatures.” Her gaze drifted to the tall windows behind which the beauty of MacKinnear Island lay hidden in darkness. “Yet most importantly, it was a place of peace—which was precisely what the two lovers sought.”
Yvaine loved the way her grandmother told this old legend, her voice reverberating with pride, the look in her old eyes full of memory as though she had seen these times herself. “Despite the chiefs’ refusal to see reason, Yvaine and Caelen declared a truce and called for their people to join them on the island if they wished. Some answered their summons immediately while others followed more slowly as word spread of the chance for a new beginning in this peaceful place.”
Often had Yvaine imagined these beginnings of her people, picturing them constructing their homes from stones found in the nearby riverbeds, with many hands pitching in to help with whatever task needed completing. Everyone had worked together, forging strong bonds among them all in the process. And eventually, this new clan made up of different people from different origins had turned into a vibrant community full of laughter and shared knowledge—a safe haven for those seeking refuge from the harshness of mainland life. And when trouble came knocking at their door—whether it be natural disaster or man-made ill will—the people of Clan MacKinnear had stood together—and did so to this day—unafraid and undeterred by any adversity that threatened their newfound home.
As Yvaine’s grandmother finished the tale, the hall was filled with awed silence, and Yvaine saw eyes misted with tears at the reminder of bravery and courage of these two clans as well as the sorrow of their fate. She closed her eyes, imagining the people who had come before her and the rocky path they had walked... and she was grateful, determined to follow in their footsteps and stand up for what was right.
As the night drew to an end, the people dispersed, intent on seeking out their beds, wide yawns stretching over most faces. A warm hand on her shoulder pulled Yvaine from her thoughts, and she opened her eyes to find her brother Keir standing beside her. He smiled at her warmly as he offered his arm, and Yvaine accepted it gratefully, allowing him to lead her from the great hall.
“Yer name was well chosen,” Keir remarked as they walked down the hallway together, “for ye clearly possess the same daring spirit as the Yvaine from the legend.”
Yvaine smiled and squeezed his arm gently in response. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said with a chuckle.
Keir pulled to a halt then and sought her gaze, his own suddenly overshadowed by concern. “However, we shouldna forget that it took both Caelen and Yvaine to make peace.” His eyes looked deep into hers. “Sometimes we all need help, and there’s no shame in asking for it.”
Yvaine sighed. “Aye, I ken,” she replied, squeezing his hand. “I promise I’ll take care. Ye dunna have to worry.”
Keir chuckled in wry amusement. “Says the lass who almost drowned in the lake because she believed herself a selkie.”
“I was five at the time!” Yvaine retorted with indignation.
“Who nearly got herself skewered by a wild boar when she was seven?”
“I thought it was a deer!”
Keir shook his head in amused exasperation. “And then there was the time ye decided to climb the highest tree in the forest and ended up stuck halfway up for hours.”
Yvaine groaned. “Ye dunna have to list every foolish thing I’ve done,” she said with a sigh, burying her face in her hands.
“Ah, but I do,” Keir replied with a fond smile as he placed an arm around her shoulders and gave her an affectionate squeeze. “For one day, should ye ever be tempted to wander off on another grand adventure without me, I shall have these tales at the ready to remind ye of why sometimes it pays to be cautious.”
Yvaine heaved a deep sigh, casting her older brother a rather indulgent look. Aye, she could not be angry with him, for he was right, the oaf! And deep down, she loved how he worried for her because... it meant he cared.
Deeply.
And that was a precious gift!






  
  Chapter three
Another Adventure


The following day, Yvaine was already busy making plans to go exploring again. She thought of the places her grandmother had told her about, the stories she had heard from Mrs. Murray, the chieftain’s ancient housekeeper, and the travelers who occasionally came to their island. Eager to be off, Yvaine took extra care to pack supplies for the journey. She filled her bag with food, water skins, and a blanket before strapping her bow and arrows to her back and heading out, her long hair braided down her back. Half-way down the stairs to the courtyard, though, she paused, remembering her family’s words of concern and caution. 
With a heavy sigh, Yvaine turned back around and headed into the library where she found Magnus, his nose stuck in a book—as always. Though only two years her senior, Yvaine had little in common with her youngest brother. Oh, she loved him dearly; oddly enough, though, his clear blue eyes only ever sparkled when he was absorbed in a world far away, his heart never leading him out the door, daring him to seek out adventure. “Would ye like to go riding with me?” Yvaine inquired, her foot tapping impatiently, certain of Magnus’s answer.
His chin rose, and his gaze needed a moment before it focused upon her. “Mmh?”
“Outside,” Yvaine reminded him, nodding her head toward the tall windows, the bright sunlight sparkling like diamonds in the stained-glass. “Let’s go for a ride!”
Magnus’s jaw dropped, his gaze fixed on her as though she had just suggested they try jumping off the cliffs to see if they could fly. “Well, I...”
“Never mind,” Yvaine interrupted, giving him a warm smile. That befuddled expression upon his face was endearing, and she had never been able to be furious with him. Duncan? Certainly. Keir? Upon occasion. Magnus? Never. “I’ll see ye when I get back,” she called, waving over her shoulder as she headed out the door.
Yvaine made her way to the stables, the smell of hay and horses already wafting in the air. She took a deep breath, feeling an overwhelming sense of peace wash over her. Her eyes scanned the stalls until they finally landed upon Keir, who was busy brushing down a bay horse.
As she drew closer, she noticed how skittish the horse was, tossing its head anxiously. Still, a smile claimed her features as she watched her brother work, his movements gentle yet firm. She could see why the horses trusted him so much; he had an innate understanding of them that only those who truly cared about animals had.
“Keir,” Yvaine called out softly, not wanting to startle either him or the horse.
He turned toward her, surprise flashing across his face before it softened into a warm smile. “Yvaine! What brings ye here?”
“I thought I’d go for a ride,” Yvaine replied as she walked over to where he stood beside the gelding’s stall. “What about ye? I didna think ye’d be here.”
Keir nodded at the reddish-brown gelding, his mane and tail a deep black, and said, “Aye, this is Scout—we are to get to know one another today.” He ran his hand along Scout’s neck affectionately. “Are we not?” Then he turned back to Yvaine with a rueful smile. “Unfortunately, today, I canna come with ye—but Duncan should be down by the harbor if ye’re looking for company.”
Yvaine sighed before nodding and wishing Keir luck with Scout. She knew better than anyone how difficult it could be to work with horses—especially when they were still getting used to humans being around them.
And so, she continued on her way, stopping at the last stall to saddle her own rust-colored mare. As she tightened the girth, the mare shifted, snorting softly in anticipation. Yvaine threw a quick glance over her shoulder and smiled; Keir had already left with Scout, his arm draped protectively around the horse’s neck as he whispered words of encouragement.
Having finished saddling her mare and attaching her bag, Yvaine stepped into the stirrup and swung herself up onto her back. The mare shifted beneath her, eager to be off—but Yvaine held her steady, patting her neck gently until she settled down again. 
By the time Yvaine approached the docks, the sun warming her skin as she rode, she could hear voices shouting orders and the clanking of metal against wood as the merchant ship was unloaded. She spotted Duncan standing on a small platform overseeing the operation, his expression serious and focused. He glanced up briefly when he caught sight of her, waving her over with a nod of his head.
As Yvaine dismounted from her horse and walked to where he stood, she could see that he looked tired—but still handsome and commanding in his blue woolen tunic and leather breeches. “Hello,” Yvaine called out softly as she reached him.
Duncan smiled in greeting, though it seemed forced. “Yvaine,” he said gruffly before apologizing for not being able to ride out with her. “We’ve got a full load today—I canna leave until ’tis done.”
Yvaine nodded before turning back to look out at the harbor. It was breathtakingly beautiful here; the sea sparkled like diamonds beneath the sun’s rays while seagulls glided through the air gracefully, their cries echoing off into the distance. It was moments like these that reminded Yvaine why she loved living here so much; it truly felt like home, the one place where she belonged. Still, the need to explore burned fiercely in her veins, and she could not wait to be off.
She turned back to Duncan with a smile on her face. “Until later then.”
“Not too late, though,” Duncan reminded her with a stern expression, his blue eyes drilling into her. “Ye hear me, Yvaine? Dunna make me come after ye and drag ye back home.”
Yvaine laughed, lifting her brows challengingly. Oh, Duncan, like no other, often annoyed her—enraged her, to be honest—with that overbearing protectiveness of his. However, he meant well; she knew that. Sometimes she simply forgot. “I’ll do my best,” Yvaine replied as she rode off, guiding her mare away from the harbor. Her brother’s growled words nothing but a faint murmur upon the breeze.
Yvaine rode south, the wind in her hair and the sun on her face. She felt energized and alive, like a new person—and she was determined to make the most of this day. Curse her brothers! 
After a good bit of riding, she came across a small path that led up into the hills, and she followed it until it wound its way to the highest cliffs overlooking the sea. 
Here, she paused to take in the beauty before her—waves crashing against jagged rocks below while seagulls cawed loudly overhead. This was truly breathtaking! She could feel herself being drawn farther and farther into this magical place. Yet as Yvaine looked out at the horizon, she remembered what she had glimpsed here a few days before. A part of her still argued that it had merely been a trick of light. After all, fairy tales and legends were only for children. It had been years since Yvaine had stopped believing the many stories that constantly flowed from Mrs. Murray’s lips. Still, when she reached the clifftop, inching forward to peer over the edge into the depths below, Yvaine felt the breath lodge in her throat.
There it was again.
Just below the surface.
Something... glimmering... and shifting?
Could it be true? Yvaine could not help but wonder if there was any truth to these tales after all as she squinted against the bright sunlight shimmering on the waves below. And yet again, something caught her eye—something glistening in the waters below her! 
Yvaine’s heart raced with excitement, and in her mind, she heard Mrs. Murray’s voice whisper the story of the sea serpent that was rumored to live in a cave beneath the island, protecting their clan today just as it had these past hundreds of years. “It canna possibly...” Yvaine murmured, stunned by the sight before her eyes. What she glimpsed could not truly be an enormous serpent, could it? Doubt remained, and Yvaine squinted her eyes yet again, trying to see whatever it was that hid beneath the waves. Unfortunately, it proved elusive, always remaining beneath the surface, never quite revealing itself.
“I have to see it,” Yvaine murmured to the wind as the sound of the waves below crashing against the rocks filled her ears. Slowly, she made her way down from the cliffs, which barred her view of the sea below. From the south side of the island, the sea was inaccessible and always had been. 
Still...
Large rocks stood in Yvaine’s way, the sound of the sea upon their other side taunting her, urging her onward. A wild thicket grew at their base, and Yvaine wondered...
Never having been a stranger to exploring the most inaccessible of places, Yvaine stepped forward. She had never shied away from a challenge, and she would not start now. If there truly was something to be found, then she would be the one to discover it. And so, with that in mind, she crawled into the thicket, pushing her way through the dense foliage. It was damp and dark, and the farther she went, the thicker it seemed to become. Twigs caught in her hair and on her dress, and at one point, the bow on her back got so entangled that she wondered if she would ever be able to free herself. Eventually though—miraculously—Yvaine reached the rock wall and felt her hands moving over the rough stone.
And there it was.
Just as she had hoped.
An opening in the rock.
“A tunnel,” Yvaine breathed, excitement speeding up her heart. Unable to keep still, she crouched farther down and peered into it. Her eyes, though, met only darkness, and it sent an icy shiver across her skin.
“Dunna be a coward,” Yvaine reprimanded herself and then crawled into the tunnel, not daring to think on the wisdom of that choice. She followed the tunnel downward, feeling the cold stone beneath her hands, the sounds of the sea growing louder and louder until eventually Yvaine found herself at the tunnel’s end. 
For a moment, the bright sunlight blinded her, and she blinked her eyes as she sat back, lifting her hand to her forehead. Then slowly, everything came back into focus, and she found herself at the edge of the sea.
The waters were calm here, lapping gently against the shoreline, and Yvaine spotted a few scattered shells on the small rock ledge where she sat and an occasional seagull or two that flew overhead. She breathed in deeply, taking in the sight before her eyes.
A small island—miniscule, truly—nestled into the curved shoreline of MacKinnear Island. Yvaine had already seen it from above. Now, though, it seemed almost within reach.
Her gaze shifted and settled upon the gently moving sea, and her eyes grew wide when she spotted the soft shimmering of a serpent’s scales beneath the waves.
For a moment, Yvaine was certain her heart would stop. She all but expected the creature to lift its head above the waters and...
... peer at her?
... perhaps devour her?
No, that was unlikely. After all, in each and every one of Mrs. Murray’s stories, the serpent was friendly. At least, to those dwelling on MacKinnear Island.
Inching closer to the water’s edge, Yvaine peered at it more closely, suddenly struck by the fact that it did not seem to move.
At all.
Indeed, it was only the movement of the waves that conjured the illusion of a snake shifting beneath the water’s surface.
Mustering her courage, Yvaine reached out a tentative hand. When her fingertips touched the cold waters, she drew in a trembling breath. “Dunna be a coward,” she reminded herself once more and then thrust her hand into the sea, her breath instantly lodging in her throat.
Nothing happened.
She felt nothing save for the cool waters, and nothing touched her or—heaven forbid—bit off her hand. And so, Yvaine inched forward a bit more, her hand sinking in deeper until...
“Rock?” Yvaine murmured as her fingertips brushed the smooth and rather solid something beneath the softly shifting waves. Disappointment stabbed her heart in that moment, and her gaze shifted, followed the path of the serpent, its long body stretching from MacKinnear Island all the way to the small speck of land in the bay. “Not a creature,” Yvaine murmured, her hand still exploring the smooth stone below, “but... a... a path?” 
Yvaine’s heart leaped with sudden excitement, and she stood, her eyes scanning the waters. A path! This was not a serpent at all but a path that led from MacKinnear Island to the small island in the bay. What a discovery! A path to the island that was so close yet seemed so far away. A path she was now determined to take.
With a deep breath, Yvaine stepped out into the water, carefully setting her feet on the submerged cobblestone path. It was not deep, the water only reaching up to her ankles. Yet it soaked her skirts, and as she carefully made her way across, Yvaine could feel icy fingers trailing up her legs. Despite the warmth of the air, the water was freezing, and Yvaine was shivering by the time she reached the other side.
On the small island, she found only a tall rock formation at its center and more wild-growing plant life surrounding it like a defensive wall, as though trying to keep out intruders. Still, there was something about this place that captivated Yvaine in a way she could not explain. The air here was different—fresher—like it had been untouched by man for years. As the sun shone brightly above, Yvaine felt as if time had suddenly stilled around her as if this place existed outside of reality and time itself. 
Awed by this moment, she breathed in deeply and then pushed her way into the thicket, cursing as her bow and arrows snagged on twigs and vines. Her view was almost obstructed, and yet Yvaine knew she could not stop. Whatever lay ahead, she needed to know what it was. 
Finally, she reached the tall rock, jutting out into the sky, as though it strove to reach the heavens. It seemed to draw her in, her limbs humming with some unknown force, urging her onward. 
Yvaine took another step toward it but tripped over something on the ground. At first, she thought it to be a root. Then, though, she paused, her eyes narrowing as she kneeled down to inspect it. “’Tis made of metal,” Yvaine murmured, gently fingering the small iron ring. It moved from side to side but seemed firmly attached to the ground. She pulled on it but nothing happened. Shifting position, Yvaine put all her weight into it and pulled once more. This time, it seemed that whatever the ring was attached to shifted ever so slightly. “I’m standing on it,” Yvaine breathed as realization dawned. “’Tis a door! A trap door in the ground!”
Quickly, her hands worked to uncover it, digging it free and pushing aside the dirt. Her heart beat painfully against her ribs and her breath came fast as she stared at the next step of her adventure. Never would Yvaine have thought that this day would turn out like this!
Wrapping her hands around the iron ring, Yvaine pulled with all her might. Slowly, aggravatingly slowly, the door began to rise, a small gap appearing. Leaning backward, Yvaine pulled harder, her teeth gritted together as she strained with the weight. Then, finally, the door gave in and fell back, landing on her right foot with a dull thud.
Yvaine cringed, but the pain only lasted a moment.
Excitement surged through Yvaine’s veins as she peered down into the darkness, wondering what lay hidden down there.
Treasure?
An old pirate hideaway?
Something... unfathomable?
[image: ]
Taking a deep breath of courage, Yvaine descended into the depths of this unknown place, feeling an intense sense of anticipation as to what secrets may lay hidden beneath the island.
Her heart raced as she followed the tunnel; her hands running along the damp walls. She could feel something calling to her, a strange energy that seemed to be emanating from somewhere deeper still. Her steps quickened despite the darkness that surrounded her, and she squinted her eyes, trying to make out what lay ahead but saw only blackness. With her hands upon the walls for guidance, Yvaine moved onward, not daring to stop as fear began crawling up her spine.
Oh, her family would surely disapprove, and they were probably right to do so. Yet...
Yvaine simply could not stop. Her feet carried her onward even when she stumbled in the dark and almost lost her balance. If she was hurt down here, no one would ever find her. Indeed, it was a chilling thought.
Yet it quickly slipped from Yvaine’s mind when her eyes glimpsed a faint light coming from up ahead. It could not be daylight, could it? After all, the tunnel was gently sloping downward. 
Not up.
And then the tunnel made a sharp turn, and suddenly, it was there before her; a small cavern bathed in a soft light. Yet the light did not come from a hole in the ceiling but seemed to emanate from a small pool of water in its center. 
The sight of it filled Yvaine with awe and wonderment. She had never seen anything like this before and yet, something about it felt strangely familiar. 
A sudden touch of fear gripped her heart, and the faint echo of a wee lassie’s cries drifted through her mind, like a memory long forgotten but not lost. Tentatively, she stepped forward, feeling the cool air wrap around her like a blanket of protection. The walls of the cavern were smooth and glistened with thousands of tiny droplets of water that seemed to sparkle in the faint light. 
With wide eyes, Yvaine ventured farther into the cavern and soon realized that it was a dead end; there was nothing else here but the pool at its center. No items of any kind that might have been left behind by another visitor. No drawings upon the walls whispering of—
Yvaine jarred to a halt when her gaze fell upon the faint shimmer of something etched into the rock wall. At first, she could not quite make it out. Then, though, her eyes widened when her mind recognized the cuts as letters, stringing them together to form a word.
A name.
Yvaine.
An icy shiver raced down Yvaine’s back as she stared at the carved name. Her name. And for a moment, she wondered if she had ever been here before. “Nay, it canna be.” Perhaps though…
“The Yvaine of our legend,” Yvaine murmured into the stillness, her mind drawn back to the story her grandmother’s words had weaved the night before. Her hands reached out tentatively, and she traced her fingertips across the small indentations made by a blade of some sort.
Yvaine smiled, enchanted by the thought that the legendary Yvaine might have stood in this very spot centuries ago. 
Once her eyes had seen their fill, Yvaine cautiously made her way toward the small pool of water, drawn to it as though something were beckoning her closer still. Small waves rolled across its surface, and Yvaine frowned, wondering how that could be possible. The water glistened and gleamed, illuminating the small cavern with its strange, ethereal light. “How can this be?” Yvaine murmured, entranced, reaching out to touch it.
The moment her fingers brushed against its surface, dizziness engulfed her as if something were trying to take hold of her. A strange energy seemed to surge through her veins, and she gasped, fighting to remain conscious as the world around her began to spin. She felt herself fall forward into the water before blackness engulfed her.






  
  Chapter four
One Small Step


Yvaine awoke to find herself lying on the hard, rocky ground, surrounded by a pale, ethereal light. She blinked in confusion, trying to make sense of what had just happened. Her mind felt foggy and heavy but slowly memories began returning; the tunnel, the pool of water... the strange sensation that had taken over her body. 
As she sat up, Yvaine noticed that the walls of the cavern were now illuminated with a faint blue light that seemed to be coming from all directions at once. The droplets of water still sparkled like stars, though they now shone with a brighter intensity than before and seemed almost alive in their movements. 
The pool at its center was even more entrancing; its waters now glowed with an unearthly hue and small tendrils of light swirled around it like tiny creatures dancing in joyous celebration. Yvaine’s heart raced as she realized that this place was truly magical; there was no other explanation for it! She could feel its power radiating throughout her body and knew without a doubt that something extraordinary had taken place here this day. Mrs. Murray had been right!
All of a sudden, Yvaine felt an almost desperate need to speak with the ancient housekeeper, her mind reeling with all she had seen, all she had experienced. Was it possible that Mrs. Murray knew about this? This island? This cavern? This pool? 
If anyone knew, it was her.
Pushing to her feet, Yvaine stilled when she noticed a tunnel leading off to one side. Nay, this was not the tunnel she had followed before, was it? 
To confirm, Yvaine craned her neck and spotted the one that had guided her here over her shoulder. “But...” she murmured, staring at the shadowed tunnel ahead of her. “Was this here before? Did I overlook it?” She stepped closer. “’Twas a dead end, wasna it?” She nodded, searching her memory. “’Twas. Then how...?”
She drew to a sudden halt when her gaze swept over the rock wall—now bare of any writing. The name that had been etched into the stone before was gone… as though it had never been. No trace left of it.
Rubbing her eyes, Yvaine blinked then looked again, but the name had not reappeared. Indeed, this was a strange day, and for a moment, Yvaine wondered if she was dreaming if her mind had conjured all of this and she would awake any moment now and laugh at herself.
When nothing of the kind happened, Yvaine stepped forward, carefully leaning into the new tunnel. Again, darkness met her, and yet she could hear the soft rushing of waves echo toward her ears. Did this tunnel lead back to the sea? Was it perhaps… the submerged path she had walked to reach the island? “Perhaps ’tis more than a path. Perhaps ’tis a tunnel as well.”
Taking a deep breath, Yvaine moved forward, wondering what lay ahead of her. Her muscles tensed as darkness engulfed her, and
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